Protecting scholars and the freedom to think, question, and share ideas

Pakistan’s higher education sector faces significant violent and legislative
pressures
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Scholars at Risk (SAR) has filed a submission with the United Nations’ Universal Periodic
Review (UPR), expressing grave concern over threats to Pakistan’s academic freedom and
the ability of its higher education space to function in a safe, free, and open manner.
Drawing on data collected by the Academic Freedom Monitoring Project, SAR’s UPR
submission spotlights three major threats to Pakistan’s higher education sector: mass
attacks on higher education institutions, violent attacks on individual scholars and students,
and the country’s blasphemy law.
Since 2013, SAR has reported three mass attacks on higher education communities; the
most recent attack occurring in October 2016 at Balochistan Police College, which resulted
in 62 deaths and 120 injuries. At least eleven targeted attacks on individual scholars were
also reported during this same period. According to SAR, such violent attacks on individuals
and entire campuses in Pakistan, among other countries, are carried out with the intent of
retaliating against specific academic and extramural expression, and silencing higher
education communities, effectively “narrowing the scope of acceptable discourse and
chilling academic speech nationwide.”
SAR’s submission also analyzes legislative challenges to academic freedom in Pakistan,
including a blasphemy law, Section 295-C, a key concern for scholars and students who
debate and discuss diverse and controversial ideas. The law, which can carry the death
sentence, concerns a wide range of expression, including innuendo and indirect
communications, that “defiles the sacred name of the Holy Prophet Muhammad.” One of
SAR’s chief concerns is that the law contains no element of intent, thus permitting listeners
or readers to allege blasphemous content which may be the basis for a conviction and
potential death sentence. SAR’s submission highlights the case of Junaid Hafeez, a graduate
student and adjunct lecturer at Bahauddin Zakariya University, who was arrested in March
2013 after a leaflet accusing him of making blasphemous statements on Facebook was
circulated. Throughout legal proceedings that continue today, Mr. Hafeez has gone through
four attorneys, one of whom was assassinated in May 2014 in apparent retaliation for
taking on his case.
To address challenges of physical violence and legislation that restricts free expression, SAR
has made the following recommendations to the Pakistani authorities:
1. Reaffirm Pakistan’s commitment to the protection of higher education communities,
institutional autonomy and academic freedom, as recognized by the HRC in

Resolution 29/7 of 2015, including by publicly endorsing the Principles of State
Responsibility to Protect Higher Education from Attack.
2. With university authorities and NHRIs, work to build recognition of the importance
of academic freedom, freedom of expression and freedom of association on
university campuses, including ensuring space for respectful, non-sectarian
discussions of religion.
3. Introduce strong legislation prohibiting attacks against scholars, students and higher
education institutions, and effectively investigate such acts and prosecute the
perpetrators.
4. Extend a standing invitation to special procedures – particularly the Special
Rapporteurs on the Right to Freedom of Opinion and Expression and the Right to
Education to investigate threats to higher education within Pakistan.

